After the Excitement: Eurocommunism at the Crossroads by Taft, Bernie
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THE EXCITEMENT
The political dynamism of 
"Eurocommunism", once 
hailed by sections of the left 
as a means o f maintaining 
the relevance of marxism to 
i n d u s t r i a l  dem ocrac ies , 
seems to have faded. Has it 
been sabotaged? Betrayed? 
Or just run out o f steam?
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•  Upper: PCI members and supporters at Rome railway station wave o ff m igrant 
workers who take a train to go back home to southern Italy to vote in the June 
1976 election.
•Lower: Elated PCI members after election results in 1976 show that the party has 
won an additional 82 seats in parliament with 33.8% o f the vote.
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T he excitement and high hopes roused by the spread of Euro­communism in the '70s have 
passed. Far from being "the spectre 
that haunts Europe" as was claimed at 
the time, the talk now is about the 
"crisis of Eurocomunism".
In the mid-seventies, there appeared 
to be real prospects of several 
Eurocommunist parties, specifically 
the Italian, French and Spanish 
Communist Parties, entering the 
governm ents of th e ir  respective  
countries. The United States exerted 
heavy pressure on its European allies 
to prevent this from happening. The 
Americans were especially concerned 
that the influential Italian Communist 
Party should not enter the government 
of that country. Henry Kissinger 
openly declared in April 1976 that the 
e s ta b l is h m e n t  o f c o m m u n is t  
governments in Western Europe would 
lead to the collapse of the Western 
alliance and to the isolation of the 
U n ite d  S ta tes. The e n try  in to  
government by the communist parties 
of Western Europe, he warned, would 
lead to a fundamental change in all 
American politics (see "Kissinger sees 
Nato end if Europe elects Reds", New 
York Times, 7.4.1976).
Behind the scenes and away from 
public scrutiny, all possible means 
were used to block such a possibility. 
The killing of Aldo Moro in May 1978 by 
the Red Brigades is claimed to be 
connected with these efforts, as Moro 
was the leading Christian Democrat
figure in italy who favoured the entry of 
the Italian communists into the 
government. So far, the forces which 
are striving to prevent this have been 
successful.
Although the French communists 
have since entered the government of 
their country, they are playing a 
subordinate role to the Socialist Party. 
For years, the strategic thrust of the 
French Communist Party was aimed to 
avoid the very situation in which they 
now find themselves — as a jun ior 
partner to the socialists.
In the last elections in 1981, the 
Communist Party dropped from 22.8 
to 16.6 percent, thus losing aquartero f 
their voters. The Socialist Party, on the 
other hand, increased its vote from 
22.8 percent in 1978 to 36.6 percent in 
1981.
The Spanish Communist Party 
likewise did not realise its optim istic 
expectations. After achieving legality 
in 1977 it was unable to extend its 
electoral support beyond 10 percent. It 
had hoped to do much better. Since 
then, the Spanish Communist Party 
has declined both in membership and 
electoral support. Moreover, it has 
suffered from serious internal divisions 
and, as a result, has lost some of its 
most experienced leaders.
There has certainly been a decline of 
Eurocommunism going beyond the 
three main countries which, together, 
form the core of what might be called 
the  s tra te g ic  aspect o f E u ro ­
communism. In order to evaluate the
EUROCOMMUNISM
AT THE CROSSROADS
•  Upper. PCI activists in a small car 
equipped with loud speaker and 
p o s te rs  d rive  in to  b ack  lanes  
propagandising party policies and 
selling publications near Palermo, 
Sicily, 1976.
•  The three leaders o f the major 
E u ro c o m m u n is t p a r t ie s : E n rico  
Berlinguer o f Italy, Santiago Carrillo of 
Spain and Georges Marchais o f 
France.
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T he m ajor im petus fo r its development, however, was the 20th Congress of the Commun­
ist Party of the Soviet Union in 1956. 
The revelations of the crimes of the 
S ta lin  e ra  se n t s h o c k  w aves e 
throughout the communist movement, 
it led to a more critical examination of 
the Soviet model, and independent ^  
thought began to develop in some 
com m un is t parties. The Soviet- 
Chinese conflic t of 1959-61 and the 
subsequent break-up of the monolith 'E 
added a further spur to these CL 
developments. The Italian communists 
were the first to respond to the 20th 
Congress. They conducted open and 
critical discussions on the implications 
o f the  K h ru s h c h o v  re ve la tio n s  
throughout their party and invited 
others on the left to participate in these 
discussions. As a result, the Italian 
Communist Party did not suffer the 
same exodus of significant groups of 
intellectuals as occurred in other 
communist parties, notably the French 
Communist Party. The Australian 
party, which clamped down on open 
and critical discussions, similarly losta 
large number of intellectuals from its 
ranks.
Nevertheless, the impact of the 
revelations of the 20th Congress 
continued to reverberate throughout 
the communist movement. In Australia 
it led to the growth of independent 
trends in the Communist Party, to a 
Charter of Democratic Rights being 
proposed, for example. It reached its 
high point at the Party Congress in 
June 1967.
The P rague S p rin g  and the  
subsequent events in Czechoslovakia 
in 1968 were the next major catalysts 
for the development of Eurocommun- 
ist views in a growing number of 
advanced industrialised countries with 
democratic traditions. It developed at 
different paces and in specific ways in 
individual countries. These included 
some non-European countries such as 
Japan, Mexico and Venezuela.
Despite significant differences and 
p e c u lia r i t ie s ,  and w ith  these  
reservations, one can nevertheless
•  Upper. Section o f a CGT rally. The 
traditional base o f the PCF is the blue 
collar trade unions.
•Lower. Georges Marchais, Francois 
Mitterrand o f th French Socialist Party, 
and Robert Fabre of the Left-Radicals 
demonstrate in Paris on December 6, 
1975, against government election 
regulations.
b road ly  id e n tify  these com m on 
features of Eurocommunism: 
Independence. The Eurocommunists 
stand for the complete autonomy of 
each party. They reject any notion of a 
world centre, or direction of the party 
by an outside body. They insist on the 
inalienable right of each communist 
party to determine its own policy on 
the basis of the economic, political and 
so c ia l c o n d it io n s  and c u ltu ra l 
traditions of its own country, and to do 
this freely, w ithout any outside 
interference or pressure.
They lay particular emphasis on co­
operation with the socialist and 
progressive forces of their own 
country.
D e m o c ra t ic  C o m m itm e n t. T h is  
involves a conception of a democratic 
road to socialism on the basis of the 
existing democratic institutions and 
their extension. It means a full and 
unequivocal acceptance of pluralism, 
that is, the free and unfettered 
operation of all political parties and 
groupings and regular free elections. It 
includes a clear and firm undertaking 
to accept fu lly the verdict of popular 
elections, if their outcome means the 
r e p la c e m e n t  o f an e x is t in g  
government. The Eurocommunists see
nature and reasons for this serious 2  
problem one has to separate two ^  
aspects of what has come to be known ~ 
as Eurocommunism — the ideological «j 
and the strategic aspect. While these ^  
two aspects are closely connected and o 
interact, they are nevertheless distinct.
The* crisis of Eurocommunism is 
essentially a crisis of its strategic 
aspects.
The term "Eurocommunism" arose 
in 1975. But its roots and the ideas and 
views underlying it go back further into 
the post-war years.
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the road to socialism based on and 
depending  on w inn ing  m a jo rity  
support, as against insurrection and 
m inority rule. Their abandonment of 
the aim of a Dictatorship of the 
Proletariat is part of their democratic 
co m m itm e n t. T h is  c o m m itm e n t 
includes freedom of conscience and 
religion, the right to speak, publish, 
print and distribute material freely, 
freedom of association, freedom of 
movement and travel, both within a 
country and abroad, freedom and 
independence of trade unions, the 
right to strike, the notion that members 
of a political party should not enjoy 
privileges over other citizens, and the 
separation of state organs and political 
parties.
Policy for a broad alliance and without 
claim for a "leading ro le " for the 
Communist Party. The Eurocomm- 
unist parties see the road to socialism 
as based on a broad alliance of diverse 
political, social and cultural forces 
seeking far-reaching changes to 
existing social structures, which can 
lead in a socialist direction.
They reject the traditional view that 
the communist parties should have a 
"leading role" in such an alliance 
because their adherence to Marx- 
Leninism assures them a deeper 
insight into the "correct" path to 
pursue. The concept of a "leading 
role" logically places the other 
partners in an alliance in a subordinate 
position, and this is in fact officially 
enshrined in some East European 
countries.
T h e  E u r o c o m m u n is ts  h a ve  
abandoned such a claim, and regard 
their parties as equal partners in 
a l l ia n c e s  w ith  o th e r  p a r t ie s ,  
movements and organisations.
Against dogmatism. The Eurocomm­
unists reject — albeit with different 
degrees of clarity and consistency — 
the dogmatic view of marxism which 
prevails in the Soviet bloc, with its 
associated claim for a singe "correct" 
view about society, nature and human 
th o u g h t  w h ic h  is a p p lic a b le  
everywhere.
They have d iscarded such a 
dogmatic and absolutist interpretation 
of marxism. Instead of "marxism- 
leninism" they speak of "scientific 
socialism" — a concept which was 
originally used by Marx and Engels.
The Eurocommunists advance a 
different model of socialism than that 
of the existing socialist countries. 
While there are some differences in the 
model envisaged, they all project a 
pluralistic, democratic, free and open 
society which guarantees to maintain 
existing democratic rights and to 
extend them fundamentally in the area
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0f the economic life and in the 
workplace.
There is an increasing emphasis on 
self-management and decentralisation 
of power, with democratic control of all 
areas of social life.
T he Eurocommunists are — in varying degrees — critical of the denial of some human rights in 
the existing socialist countries. They 
are also critical of the exaggerated 
centralisation of power and the 
bureaucratisation of the economic and 
political structure in these countries. 
They have, again in varying degrees 
and with varying consistency, moved 
away from the leninist party structures. 
These are based on the principles of 
w h a t is  c a l le d  " d e m o c r a t ic  
centralism". In practice, this has often 
meant almost unlimited power for the 
leadership of the party, w ithout any 
real say by the membership, strict 
discipline and the operation of the so- 
called "transmission belt system", 
which subordinated other organis­
ations to the communist party.
T h e re  has been a g e n e ra l 
democratisation of these parties, but 
with significant variation in degree. 
There is an ongoing discussion on the 
role of political parties, their relations 
with other organisations, and the 
problem of rank-and-file involvement. 
These changes w ithin the Eurocomm- 
unist type parties are still evolving, and 
vary widely from country to country. 
But their impact extends well beyond 
these parties in several directions. 
They affect some of the remaining 
n o n -E u ro c o m m u n is t p a r t ie s  in 
advanced industrial countries and 
other socialist forces. Their ideas also 
have an impact on some people in the 
existing socialist countries.
In that sense it can be said that the 
Ideas, concepts and policies of the 
Eurocommunists are still advancing, 
spreading and evolving, despite the 
fact that these parties along with other 
socialist forces face serious problems 
and have suffered setbacks. They are 
also grappling with new questions and 
issues which are thrown up today. 
These include the complex problems 
of self-management, the relations to 
social movements, especially the 
w o m e n 's  m o v e m e n t and  th e  
environmental movement, and the role 
of political parties as such, which is 
being questioned by a growing 
num ber o f p eo p le  in W estern 
countries.
The strategic aspect of Eurocomm­
unism was that of a West European 
model of socialism based on the co­
ordinated efforts of the communist and 
socialist forces in Italy, France and 
Spain. In the 'seventies this was not an
unrealistic or utopian perspective. The 
communist parties of these countries 
were growing in influence, as were 
other socialist forces. Broadly based 
governments with a popular mandate 
and a common perspective to reshape 
their societies in a socialist direction 
seemed a possible, even a likely 
development.
There was growing co-operation in 
this period between the three main 
W est E uropean  E u ro co m m u n is t 
parties. In July 1975, the Italian and 
Spanish communist leaders met and 
issued a Spanish-ltalian Communist 
Parties Declaration. This was followed 
in November 1977 by a meeting 
between the leaderships of the French 
and Italian communists, leading to a 
join t declaration in which the two 
strongest West European communist 
parties declared their commitment to 
a democratic road to socialism. This 
marked the belated adherence of the
French Communist Party to one or tne 
fundamental concepts of Eurocomm­
unism, and was seen as a hopeful sign 
that the main Eurocommunist parties 
were forging ahead in unity.
The high point in the development of 
Eurocommunism was the marxist 
meeting in March 1977 of the three 
leaders of the Italian, French and 
Spanish communist parties. But events 
soon developed differently. By the end 
of 1977 it became clear that the 
expectations of Eurocommunists to 
soon enter the West European 
governments were not being fulfilled. 
The Spanish communist vote of 9.4 
percent in the first free elections in 
Spain since the '30s was considerably 
less than they had expected. In the 
important election in France in March 
'78, the Union o f the Left failed io 
achieve the hoped-for majority. It was 
weakened by the preceding attacks of 
the French Communist Party on the 
Socialist Party. The Communist Party 
received 20.5 percent of the votes, and 
the Socialist Party 22.2 percent. It was 
a serious setback for the left. It was 
also the first time in post-war France 
that the socialist vote surpassed that of 
the communists.
In the parliamentary election in Italy 
in June '79, the communist vote
declined from 34.4 percent in 1976 to
30.4 percent. It was the first time in 
post-war Italy that the P.C.I. vote fell. 
Until then it had been rising steadily in 
each successive national parliament­
ary election.
y then, significant political 
J a v  differences had arisen also 
between the French and Italian 
communists. The Eurocommunist 
dream of a common breakthrough in 
France, Italy and Spain was clearly 
fading. The impasse is continuing.
What went wrong?
All communist parties in advanced 
industrial Western countries face the 
problem of how to adapt to present- 
day realities. Their countries are 
undergoing significant changes in the 
economic and social structures, and 
consequent shifts in public attitudes, 
values and behaviour. Generally, 
these parties have been slow, even 
resistant in some cases, to grasp the
s ign ifican ce  of the new socia l 
movements, the changing public 
attitudes to political parties and new 
forms of political practice. Some of the 
reasons for these difficulties are 
canvassed here.
These parties were formed under the 
impact of the Russian revolution of 
1917. They grew out of, and developed 
in, circumstances which were very 
different from those of the world in the 
mid-eighties. They developed during 
the years of stalinism with its 
id e o lo g ic a l and o rg a n is a t io n a l 
features. To a large extent, their origin 
shaped them . Despite changes, 
especially after the 20th Congress of 
the C.P.S.U. in 1956, they retained 
features of their original character. It is 
against this background that they face 
the problem of how to transform their 
parties into effective bodies to cope 
with the new and complex problems 
that confront them today.
Because of their origin and history 
they still tend to be associated in the 
public perception with undemocratic 
practices. Negative events in Eastern 
Europe wash off on all communist 
parties, even those which are publicly 
critical of those events. Afghanistan 
and the events in Poland reacted on the 
whole communist movement.
.... The Italian Communist Party did not suffer the same 
exodus o f significant groups o f intellectuals as occurred in 
other parties, notably the French Communist Party. The 
Australian party, which clamped down on open and critical 
discussions, similarly lost a large number o f intellectuals from  
its ranks.
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There remains in the public mind a 
degree of suspicion about the genuine 
nature of democratic commitment 
given by communist parties about the 
character of their relationship to the 
Soviet Union and about the ultimate 
certainty of their independence.
There is a fear, based on experience in 
the  h is to ry  o f the  co m m u n is t 
movement that, once in power, they 
may try to make sure that they remain 
in power, despite the commitments to 
pluralism that they may have now.
The revival of the cold war towards the 
end of the '70s added fuel to all these 
reservations and fears.
fn this situation, the socialist parties were able to present themselves as an attractive, credible, democratic 
and so c ia lis t a lte rna tive  to the 
com m un is t parties, and m ostly 
overtake them in popular support.
The response of the communist 
parties to these problems and the 
challenges they present differs from 
country to country. Those parties 
which have established firm roots in 
their country face these problems 
differently from those which have 
remained small and which are battling 
to maintain their relevance in political 
and social life.
But even between the larger parties 
the situation differs widely from one 
country to another.
The French communists are in a 
contradictory and d ifficult situation. 
Although, after more than 35 years, 
they are now in the government, they 
could not have achieved that in more 
adverse circumstances. The party 
which had emerged as the strongest 
West European communist party after 
the Second World War, with a vote of 
26.1 percent in the '40s, declined to
16.6 percent in the Mitterrand election 
victory in 1981. Moreover, it lost nearly 
a quarter of its votes in the space of one 
election (from 20.5 percent to 16.6 
percent).
The P.C.F. has shown a reluctance, 
even a fear, of making changes, a fear 
of new ideas and new initiatives. Its 
policies, both internally and externally, 
have been c o n t ra d ic to ry  and 
characte rised  by z ig-zags. The 
sharpness of the P.C.F. attacks on the 
Socialist Party after 1977 had the 
opposite effect from the one intended. 
Far from reducing support for the 
Socialist Party, it was the Communist 
Party which lost support. Rather than 
enter into broad alliances, the P.C.F. 
tended to withdraw to the "safety" of 
its own traditional base, the blue-collar 
workers' trade unions. It is suspicious 
of the new socia1 movements, and has 
manoeuvred itself into a ghetto,
•  On the election hustings: Secretary- 
General Enrico Berlinguer campaign­
ing in June 1976.
Below: Santiago Carrillo addressing 
PCE election rally. Both the PCI and 
the PCE have lost electoral ground  
recently, particularly the PCE.
without a clear and convincing 
perspective for the future.
The French communists' attitude to 
the Eastern European so c ia lis t 
countries has undergone sudden and 
drastic changes, largely decided and 
implemented on top by the party 
leadership. From a relatively uncritical 
attitude, the 1976 Congress took a 
sharply critical stance towards the 
Soviet Union. Confronted with a 
reaction by the base, the party soft­
ened its position considerably, adding 
to confusion and uncertainty in its own 
ranks, and suspicion in the population 
at large. Despite its participation in the 
government, the French Communist 
Party is in danger of being pushed to 
the margin of the political life of the 
country, remaining a force which can 
react rather than initiate and shape the
policies and developments in the 
country.
The Spanish communists gained 
fc- well-deserved prestige for their heroic 
K struggle against the Franco regime. 
® Their serious internal problems arose 
jg around the personality and method of 
work of the former secretary, Santiago 
w Carrillo. A long-standing leader who 
made an impressive contribution to the 
g elaboration of some of the theoretical 
tenets of Eurocommunism, he was 
nevertheless rigid and unbending in an 
o ld -s ty le  len in is t concep tion  of 
d e m o c r a t ic  c e n t r a l is m .  T h is  
contradicted in practice some of the 
theories he expounded and led to a 
rigid, stifling style of leadership which 
left little room for open discussion and 
a democratic party life. It prevented 
controversial questions from being 
debated in a free a tm osphere, 
undermined morale, led to the loss of 
some valuable leaders, a membership 
decline, and reduced public support.
The Italian communists are in the 
m ost favourab le  s itu a tio n . They 
recognised the problems of adapting 
^ th e ir party to meet the new conditions 
pearlier than others. They have worked 
g on their transformation consistently 
ro and over a long period, taking great 
care to take their members and 
supporters with them. They are 
removing, one by one, those aspects of 
their past, ideological and organ­
isational, which are fetters on their 
growth.
N§  ^  evertheless, even they are not 
free from the problems which affect all 
communist parties. In the last election 
.they significantly reduced the gap 
between themselves and the Christian 
Democrats. The D.C. vote declined 
from 38.3 percent in 1979 to 32.9 
percent in 1983. But the communist 
vote also declined in this period (from
30.4 percent to 29.9 percent).
They continue to face the problem of 
how to make further advances. They 
remain as far from government as they 
were before the election. Their 
attempts to develop a viable strategy in 
co-operation with other socialist 
forces on a European scale will take 
time.
The problems which face the 
communist movement are complex 
and world-wide. Some parties conf rorft 
them more seriously than others. What 
is certain is that those parties which 
refuse to take up the challenges 
confronting them face an inevitable 
historical decline.
Bernie Taft is a member o f the 
national executive committee o f the 
communist party.
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